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The Education of the Son in Paradise Regained:
Milton’s Of Education as a Guide
Alice Matthews
University of North Texas
“The Education of the Son in Paradise Regained: Milton’s Of Education
as a Guide” argues that the character of Christ provides a model for
effective learning, which is outlined in Milton’s treatise On Education.
In the treatise, first published in 1644, some twenty- seven years before
his brief epic, Milton explains the purpose for education as strengthening
one’s relationship with God, and the best method for acquiring it—
gradually, progressing from the easy to the more difficult. In my essay, I will
analyze each step in Christ’s education, beginning with his boyhood and
culminating in his temptation on the pinnacle of the temple. This analysis
provides a way of understanding Christ’s rejection of Greek learning in
the brief epic as well as explaining the limitation on knowledge depicted
in Paradise Lost, both of which have provoked controversy among Milton’s
readers and critics. The analysis also will suggest that the depiction
of Christ’s gradual learning, particularly as it relates to his need for
knowledge, emphasizes the humanity of the character, thereby making him
a more effective model student. Ironically, Christ’s interactions with Satan
serve to facilitate Christ’s maturing learning, which is capable of those
“acts of ripest judgment” (Of Education).  The final temptation provides
the culmination of Christ’s education, a moment of recognition that links
past with present and looks toward the future when he will save mankind.
Christ as student is now prepared to be the Son as teacher, and, more
importantly, the Christ as Savior.

In teaching Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained, I find that one

of the most troubling and controversial issues among students is
that of knowledge, that is, forbidden knowledge. Perhaps because
students are exhorted to learn far more than many of them are eager,
or even willing, to learn, the idea that knowledge should have limits
confuses them. Therefore, they are often appalled when they read
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Raphael’s warning to Adam in Book 8 of the epic, “Solicit not thy
thoughts with matters hid,”1 and later Satan’s baiting Eve by equating
knowledge with goodness and power, and ignorance with weakness
and lowliness. And when they read Book 4 of the brief epic, they
(like many readers) question Jesus’s (and Milton’s) thinking in
regard to the rejection of Greek learning.
Several passages of Paradise Lost suggest that the primary
purpose of learning is to glorify God and to obey him. Raphael’s
recounting of the war in heaven has the stated purpose of warning
man about the power of Satan in order to increase man’s resolve
to obey God. Other examples show the importance of knowledge
to honor or love God. One example, ironically enough, is uttered
by Satan when in the form of a cherub he asks Uriel to direct him
to God’s new creation, so that he can praise God. In book 3, Uriel
validates this purpose of learning about the “new happy Race of
Men” by praising the cherub for his desire to “know/ The works
of God, thereby to glorify / The great Work-Master.”2 A second
instance occurs in Book 7 when Adam asks Raphael to tell about
the creation of the world so that he can “magnify” God’s works.3
Raphael honors this request, in contrast to his refusal to answer
Adam’s later question about the movement of heavenly bodies, a
question that seems motivated by mere curiosity.
These and other passages in Paradise Lost focus on
knowledge or learning as a means of strengthening the relationship
between God and the beings he creates. Such passages provide
some of the evidence that Irene Samuel says indicates a consistency
in Milton’s pattern of thinking about learning, a pattern confirmed
by Jesus’s speech on Greek learning in Paradise Regained. In
her essay “Milton on Learning and Wisdom,” Samuel notes the
relevance of Milton’s treatise Of Education to an understanding of
Milton’s view on learning. As Samuel observes, the treatise argues
that “knowledge of God” is the ultimate purpose for learning.4
1 John Milton, Paradise Lost, in John Milton: Complete Poetry and Major Prose, ed.
Merritt Y. Hughes (New York: Odyssey Press, 1957), 167. All references to Milton’s
works are from this edition.
2 Ibid., 679, 694-96.
3 Ibid., 97.
4 Irene Samuel, “Milton on Learning and Wisdom.” PMLA 64 (1949), 718.
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In addition to stating the purpose for knowledge, Of Education
describes the best method for acquiring it. In explaining how best
to learn languages, philosophy, logic, science, and other disciplines,
Milton stresses the importance of gradual learning, of progressing
“leisurely” from the easy to more difficult, and the dangers of
presenting new learners with “the most intellective abstractions of
logic. In short, in the essay, Milton asserts that effective learning
must be a process.5
In Paradise Regained (1671), published twenty-seven years
after Of Education, (1644) Milton then provides a model for effective
learning, in the character of Jesus. Some critics have suggested that
this character shares many qualities with Milton himself, particularly
in the austerity of some of the Son’s responses to Satan. However, in
one important respect, particularly in regard to my interest in Jesus
as an example of effective learning, Milton exhibits an impatience
foreign to the Son’s character. For example, in his sonnet “How
Soon Hath Time,” Milton laments his failure to produce a “bud or
blossom” by his twenty-third year whereas Jesus shows his resolve
to share Job’s “Saintly patience” when Satan taunts him about his
lack of achievement by age thirty-three: “Thy years are ripe, and
over-ripe.”6 That patience is not just a kind of endurance of Satan’s
temptations but an indication that Jesus is willing to learn what he
needs to know by degrees. A key passage for the purpose of this
study is the Son’s comment on coming to the wilderness:
And now by some strong motion I am led
Into this Wilderness, to what intent
I learn not yet; perhaps I need not know;
For what concerns my knowledge God reveals. 7

This passage reveals two significant points that accord with
Milton’s view of education. First, that learning should occur in
5 Of Education, 634.
6 Paradise Regained, 3.93; 91.
7 Ibid., 1. 290-93.
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stages, and second, that learning should be related to need; that is, it
should have a practical purpose. Furthermore, that purpose should
be either to honor God or to grow in godly virtue.
Jesus’s understanding of the purpose of knowledge and
method of achieving it provides a striking contrast to Eve’s ignorance.
When Satan tempts her, he promises that the fruit will immediately
endow her with knowledge and that knowledge will make her “as
Gods,”8 a purpose and method that contradict the principles outlined
in Of Education: “. . . to repair the ruins of our first parents by
regaining to know God aright, and out of that knowledge to love
him, to imitate him . . . .”9
Jesus’s incomplete knowledge at the beginning of the poem
shows not only his willingness to submit to the process of learning
but also his humanity, thereby making him a more effective model
student. God himself tells Gabriel that he can “produce a man” and
that he plans to “exercise [that man] in the Wilderness,” where “he
shall first lay down the rudiments/ Of his great warfare.”10 The phrase
“lay down” is, I think, deliberately ambiguous, accomplishing what
Milton so often does: suggesting two different meanings that are both
appropriate. Here, “lay down” could mean “put aside” and “set in
place.” Thus, the passage could mean that Jesus is both establishing
what he needs to defeat Satan and divesting himself of the power
that he had used against Satan in heaven. Both meanings indicate
that Jesus is beginning a process, one that will show the efficacy of
building on previous knowledge.
The process begins in Jesus’s boyhood, when his mother tells
him about his miraculous conception and his destiny to be “King of
Israel.” Hearing this, Jesus says he “straight . . . again revolv’d /
The Law and Prophets, searching what was writ / Concerning the
Messiah.”11 Although the poem provides only one other detail
8 Paradise Lost, 9.710.
9 Of Education, 631.
10 Paradise Regained, 1.150; 156-58.
11 Ibid., 1. 254; 258-59.
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about the Son’s early learning, his visit to the Temple “to hear / The
Teachers of [the] Law,”12 the implication is that Jesus learns what he
needs to know. His study leads him to realize his purpose, to redeem
mankind through his death. But as he enters the wilderness, Jesus
is pondering “How best the mighty work he might begin / Of Savior
to mankind” and how to first “Publish his Godlike office.”13 His
baptism and God’s pronouncement from heaven have revealed that
the time has come for him to openly begin his mission. Thus far,
the knowledge that Jesus has acquired seems to have been gained
leisurely, as Milton’s treatise on education advocates. For example,
in prescribing the order for best learning Latin and Greek, Milton
explains that novices should begin not by “compos[ing] themes,
verses, and orations, which are the acts of ripest judgment,” but
by reading “some short book” with useful substance, so as to learn
“easily and delightfully” what might otherwise take seven or eight
“miserable” years.14 Likewise Jesus describes his early learning of
God’s Law as “sweet,” so that he “Made it [his] whole delight.”15
By the time he enters the wilderness, Jesus has the foundation
for more mature learning, which is capable of those “acts of ripest
judgment.” That mature learning is facilitated by the interaction
with his tempter, who Arnold Stein says “serves the drama of
knowledge.”16 In the first temptation, to turn stones into bread, Jesus
learns to recognize hypocrisy, “the only evil that walks / Invisible,
except to God alone,”17 as Jesus tells Satan “I discern thee other
than thou seem’st.” Not only does he intuit Satan’s lies, but he
understands the greatest danger that Satan poses, “mixing somewhat
true to vent more lies.” At the end of this temptation, the Son’s parting
words to Satan reveal that Jesus understands God’s sovereignty and
is willing to submit to it: “ . . . do as thou find’st / Permission from
12 Ibid., 1. 211-12.
13 Ibid., 1.186-88.
14 Of Education, 631.
15 Paradise Regained, 1.207-08.
16 Arnold Stein, Heroic Knowledge (Hamden, CT: Archon Books,1965), 210.
17 Paradise Lost, 3. 683-84.
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above; thou canst not more.”18 The Son’s response reflects that
“willing obedience,” which Milton’s treatise says educators should
early instill in their charges.19
The next temptation, Satan’s presentation of the banquet,
seems anticlimactic after Jesus has already demonstrated his
temperance in the first scene. Arnold Stein suggests that the
banquet temptation reveals less about the Son than about Satan,
his “compulsiveness in evil.”20 I believe the scene also reveals
another stage in the Son’s education. As the first temptation teaches
him to understand Satan’s nature, this temptation shows Jesus’s
understanding of his own nature. When Satan argues that Jesus
has the right to eat the lush “viands pure” because they are not
“Fruits forbidden,” he answers the tempter by claiming the power
to “Command a Table” in the wilderness and to “call swift flights
of Angels” to attend him.21 The lushness of the banquet that Satan
offers also contrasts with the “plain, healthful, and moderate” diet
that Milton recommends in the treatise.22
The Son’s learning in the next temptations becomes
increasing complex, building on what he has already gleaned through
his preliminary study and the temptations of temperance he has
overcome. He is now ready for what Milton calls in Of Education
the “acts of ripest judgment.” In his responses to the temptations
of riches and glory, Jesus reveals his understanding of the essential
paradoxes of his destiny—his nature as God and Man— and his
understanding that “ambitious and mercenary” goals, which Milton
decries as the result of a poor education, contradict Jesus’s purpose.23
To Satan’s claim that to accomplish “great things,” he must “Get
Riches first,” Jesus asserts that in poverty one can accomplish as
much and perhaps more than with wealth. He furthermore exalts
18 Paradise Regained, 1.348; 433; 495-96.
19 Of Education, 633.
.
20 Stein, 58,
21 Paradise Regained, 2.369-70; 382, 385.
.
22 Of Education, 639.
.
23 Ibid., 632.
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“a wreath of thorns” over “a Crown, / Golden in show.”24 The
temptation of wealth quickly evolves into that of glory and power,
to which the Son declares that there is more power in ruling oneself
than in ruling nations and that to “lay down” a kingdom is “far
more magnanimous than to assume.”25 This response reflects the
Son’s progress in learning how to behave “justly, skillfully, and
magnanimously,” which “Of Education” argues is the outcome of a
“complete and generous education.” 26 The Son goes on to explain
that suffering and obedience are the best preparation for reigning.
As for glory and Satan’s argument that because God requires glory,
his Son should not reject it, Jesus argues that when men glorify
God, God “advance[s] them “to glory.”27 Throughout these more
sophisticated temptations, the Son repeatedly contradicts Satan’s
assumptions through paradoxical claims: weakness is more powerful
than strength, poverty is a means to genuine wealth, governing self
is a greater victory than governing nations, obedience and suffering
provide one the authority to rule.
As in the temptation of the banquet, which appeals to the
same need as did the temptations of the stones, but with visual and
other sensory embellishments, Satan follows up on the temptation
of power through ruling kingdoms by whisking Jesus to a mountain
and presenting the catalog of kingdoms. After surveying the many
kingdoms with their “Huge Cities” and high towers,28 Satan narrows
the focus to the Roman and Parthian empires, especially that of
Rome, where the “brutish monster” Sejanus rules in the absence
of the “Old” and “lascivious” emperor. By expelling this monster,
Satan argues that Jesus can free his people from their “servile yoke.”29
The Son’s various responses contain a recurring theme—awareness
of the sinfulness of the world: first, the “heathenish crimes” and
24 Paradise Regained, 2. 426-27; 450-53; 458-59.
25 Ibid., 2. 481-83.
.
26 Of Education, 632.
27 Paradise Regained, 3. 192-96; 143-44.
.
28 Ibid., 3. 261.
29 Ibid., 4.128; 91; 103.
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idolatry30 of Israel and then the “lust,” “vanity,” cruelty, greed,
and degeneracy of all the nations.31 When Satan then proposes the
terms for his gift of all the kingdoms, that the Son “fall down and
worship” him as his “superior Lord,” Jesus for the first time calls
Satan by name: “Get thee behind me; plain thou now appear’st /
That Evil one, Satan for ever damn’d.”32 I believe this is a pivotal
moment in the Son’s education. Here he demonstrates “the hatred
of vice” that Of Education describes as the major component of a
moral education,33 as well as his understanding not only of the depth
and scope of the world’s impurity but also his recognition of Satan
as the source of that impurity.
This knowledge of the world’s sinfulness enables Jesus
better to grasp the significance of his destiny. Because mankind
is hopelessly corrupt, the Son’s redemption of man is critical.
Therefore, at the end of his rebuke of that corruption, Jesus describes
the antidote he will provide: a kingdom with no end that will be
. . . like a tree
Spreading and overshadowing all the Earth,
Or as a stone that shall to pieces dash
All Monarchies besides throughout the world.34

At the end of this series of temptations, Satan turns to Greek
learning as the likeliest means of seducing the Son. The Son’s
denigration of that learning has, of course, startled many readers,
especially those who expect Jesus’s values to accord with Milton’s
himself. As Nicholas Von Maltzahn observes, Milton’s “careers
as teacher, pamphleteer, civil servant, and poet were all founded
in his passion for learning.”35 Of course, many critics like Arnold
30 Ibid., 3. 416-19.
31 Ibid., 4. 137-44.
32 Ibid., 4. 166-67; 192-94.
33 Of Education, 635.
34 Paradise Regained, 4. 147-50.
35 Nicholas Von Maltzahn, “Milton’s Readers” in The Cambridge Companion to Milton,
ed. Dennis Danielson, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999), 236.
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Stein explain the apparent inconsistency as the Son’s discriminating
between learning and wisdom. Stein goes on to say that the
Son’s “defense of Hebrew poetry and prophecy is the defense of
inspiration,” that compared to works that man inspires, those
inspired by God are far superior.36 Indeed, Jesus describes learning
as futile to the unwise, which he defines as those who are ignorant
of God. There is a further explanation of the Son’s rejection. Satan
prefaces his offer of learning in this way: “Be famous then / By
wisdom.”37 Returning to Milton’s treatise on education reveals
that this imperative from Satan is an oxymoron. If the purpose of
learning is to know, honor, and obey God (as the treatise maintains),
then one who seeks knowledge in order to achieve fame cannot be
wise. The Son understands the fallacy when he says that the Greek
philosophers, whose learning Satan offers, seek glory for themselves,
not for God.38 Jesus’s insight into learning reflects a mind that has
been so finely honed that he recognizes the most subtle of Satan’s lies,
lies that the second chapter of Colossians warns against: “Beware
lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the
tradition of men . . . .”39
The final temptation, which occurs on the pinnacle of the
temple, is remarkable in several respects. Georgia Christopher
observes that when the Tempter says: “Now show thy progeny; if
not to stand, / Cast thyself down,” Jesus must, according to the
categories of the natural world, either stand or fall. Yet anything he
does will be obeying Satan.”40 When Jesus then stands, is he truly
obeying the Tempter? In a literal sense he is, but as most readers
know, in Milton the literal meaning is usually misleading. Here the
most important point is that the Son is showing his “progeny,” not
as an act of obedience but as a revelation of his godhead, both to
himself and to Satan. This is also the only temptation in which the
36 Stein, 101, 109-10.
37 Paradise Regained, 4.221.
38 Ibid., 4. 315.
39 Quoted in Stein, 97.
40 Georgia Christopher, “Milton and the Reforming Spirit.” In The Cambridge Companion to Milton, ed. Dennis Danielson, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999), 200.
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Son’s response is ambiguous and elicits no rejoinder from Satan,
who instead falls, “smitten with amazement.”41 When Jesus quotes
Deuteronomy 6, “Tempt not the Lord thy God,” he is saying not to
put God the Father to a frivolous test. But, as Northrop Frye argues,
he also seems to be telling Satan to stop testing him, the Son,42 a
meaning that implies he recognizes himself as Satan’s old adversary
in heaven. Although critics disagree about the significance of the
Son’s response, I agree with Frye that Satan for the first time also
recognizes Jesus as his old adversary. Several hints lead me to this
interpretation. One is Satan’s reaction, initial amazement followed
by his fall, during which he is “struck with dread and anguish.”43
Although his amazement could well be caused by Jesus’s ability to
stand on the pinnacle, the dread and anguish suggest that Satan is
recalling the Son who pursued them with “ten thousand Thunders”
and drove them “Thunder-struck . . . with terrors and with furies
to the bounds / And Crystal wall of Heav’n.”44 I think it is also
striking that Milton here uses two mythical similes, another unique
feature of this temptation. Satan is first compared to Antaeus, whom
Alcides or Hercules defeats with force, a parallel to the Son’s first
defeat of Satan in heaven. Then Satan is compared to the Theban
Monster, whom Oedipus defeats with wisdom by solving the riddle
about man, a parallel to the Son’s defeat of Satan on earth.
This last temptation provides the culmination of the Son’s learning,
a moment that truly “repair(s) the ruins of our first parents,”45 a
moment of recognition that links past with present and looks toward
the future, when the Son, the “heir of both worlds,/ Queller of
Satan”46 will save mankind. The Son as student is now prepared to
be the Son as teacher, and more importantly, the Christ as Savior.
41 Paradise Regained, 4. 462.
42 Northrop Frye, “The Typology of Paradise Regained,” in Milton: Modern Essays in
Criticism, ed. Arthur E. Barker. (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1965), 443.
43 Paradise Regained, 4.577.
44 Paradise Lost, 6. 836; 858-60.
45 Of Education, 631.
46 Paradise Lost, 6. 6333-34.
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